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ABSTRACT 

The impact of class size reduction at the eeirly 
levels on student achievement in various states is discussed in this 
report. The Tennessee Student Teacher Achievement Ratio (STAR) study, 
a statewide longitudinal evaluation of the effects of class size on 
student achievement and development in primary grades K-3, analyzed 
demographic ?nd. basic skill data from student records of 2,837 
students in classes of various sizes. Findings indicate that small 
class size is a significant factor in kindergarten readiness 
achievement and is most effective in cases of low socioeconomic 
status and high attendance. A second phase of Project STAR, based on 
observations and interviews with 49 effective first-grade teachers, 
identified shared characteristics and instructional teaching 
strategies. Findings indicate that effective teachers have high 
expectations for student learning, stress family involvement and 
individual attention, and have clear discipline and organizational 
policies. An accompanying article by Brad Duggan discusses "Real 
Issues and False Assumptions about Class Size." Based on observation 
of the Texas school system, a conclusion is that reductions in class 
size at early levels has had a significant positive impact on student 
achievement . (LMI ) 
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Prindpals need to keep their eyes 
on the class-size issue because the 
American people, are very much inter- 
ested in that issue, too. 

The most recent Gallup Poll of public 
attitudes toward education once again 
showed that citizens think small classes 
are important J Eighty-eight percent of 
nonpublic school parents, 82 percent of 
public school parenU", and 77 percent 
of those with rip children in school told 
Gallup that they believed small classes 
made a great deal of difference. 

A second question asked if parents 
would favor a program to reduce 
classes in the early grades to a ratio of 
1:15. Eighty-two percent of nonpublic 
school parents, 81 percent of public 
school parents, and 73 percent of those 
with no children in school responded 
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"yes." And from among this group of 
people who answered "Yes" 71 percent 
of the nonpublic school parents, 72 per- 
cent of the public school parents, and 
66 percent of those with no children in 
school said they would be willing to pay 
higher taxes to pay for such a program. 

The question of class size remains a 
continuing concern for parents, princi- 
pals, and teachers. Many parents put 
their children in private schools in or- 
der to have smaller classes. Teachers 
also believe that small class size makes 
a difference in the quality of a child's 
education. Recent research provides 
data to support this widespread belief 
in the importance of small classes in 
grades K-3. 



What the States Are Doing 

In 1984 the Texas legislature man- 
dated a 1:22 maximum teacher:student 
ratio in grades K-3.to be achieved over 
a 5-year period. Since then, the average 
K-2 class size in Texas dropped to 20 to 
21 students per teacher, while student 
achievenient .rbse by significant mar- 



gins. (See Brad Duggan's accompany- 
ing article. — Editor) 

In 1984 the Indiana General Assem- 
bly appropriated $19 million for Project 
Prime Tiifie, a plan to reduce the 
teacher;student ratio in first grade to 
1:18 across the state. In proposing the 
program. Governor Robert Orr said, 
"Children spend their first few school 
years learning to read, and the rest of 
their lives reading to learn." Project 
Prime Tiine ^yas intended to get Indi- 
ana school children off to the best pos- 
sible start. 

Indiana spent $66.5 million in 1987- 
88 to reduce class sizes in grades K and 

1 to a ratio of 1:18, and to 1:20 in grades 

2 and 3. 

Indiana reimburses the local school 
system $21,000 for each additional 
teacher needed to reduce class size. 
When the number of students is not 
sufficient to justify adding another 
teacher, schools may substitute a iull- 
time instructional aide. 

By 1988-89 all 302 Indiana school 
systems had chosen to participate in- 
Prime Time. On August 3,4988, Gov- 
ernor Orr reported, "A sign^^of local 



commitment to Prime Time is the num- 
ber of school systems which have added 
classrooms to accommodate the pro- 
gram. . . . 

"The decision to build schools, ren- 
ovate old buildings, and invest in port- 
able classrooms is not made lightly, but 
it is with the utmost confidence that 
there is a payoff in Prime Time, and 
that pay-off is better student discipline, 
better student attitude, increased pa- 
rental involvement, innovative teach 
ing, and most importantly, better stu- 
dent performance. . . . 

"Come to Indiana, talk with our 
teachers, talk with our principals, visit 
our classrooms, and see for yourself 
that, properly implemented. Prime 
Time can improve student achievement 
and attitude in those crucial early years 
of schooling when the foundation is laid 
for future success. A good beginning 
has no end." 



Tennessee's Project STAR 



In May 1985 the Tennessee legisla- 
ture fundeJ a state-wide longitudinal 
study of class-size effects on pupil 
achievement and development in pri- 
mary grades K-3. The S12 million 
study. Student Teacher Achievement 
Ratio (STAR), involved 6,500 students 
in 76 schools in 42 school systems. 
Schools were classified as urban, sub- 
urban, rural, and inner-city. The study 
randomly assigned students to different 
class sizes, small (13-17), regular (22- 
25), and regular (22-25) with a full- 
time aide. Teachers were also randomly 
assigned to the classes. 

The study measured student achieve- 
ment in kindergarten using the Stan- 
ford Early School Achievement Test II 
(SESAT II) and the Basic Skills First 
(BSF) mastery test. At the end of first 
grade, all students took the Stanford 
(Primary 1) Achievement Test and Ten- 
nessee's own Basic Skills First (BSF) 
Lurriculum-bascd , criterion-referenced 
test. 

Students in small classes (1.15) made 
significantly greater gains, by both sta- 
tistical and educational measures, than 
those in regular-size classes and regu- 
lar-sue classes with full-time aides. Sig- 
nificant gains occurred at the end of 
Q les K, 1, and 2. (The grade 3 anal- 



ysis is not yet complete.) 

Researchers who participated in the 
analysis of data reported, "These data 
confirm that the small-class effect, 
while not immense, is found in two 
basic subject areas, at three grade lev- 
els, and in all four school settings. It is 
particularly strong in inner-city 
schools. These schools have the highest 
proportion of minority students, the 
lowest overall performance levels, and 
are in need uf the academic 'boost' that 
small classes can provide. Few, if any, 
classroom-level interventions have 
been identified that have a consistent 
impact of this sort."^ 



Reading Readiness/Teaching 
Practices 



Project STAR collected a wealth of 
information that answers several ques- 
tions about educational processes. But 
two questions are especially relevant: 

• What are the effects of class size 
(1:15) on Kindergarten Reading Read- 
iness Achievement? 

• What teaching practices, and per- 
sonal and professional characteristics of 
Project STAR first-grade teachers con- 
tributed to greater student achievement 
in reading and math? 



Class Size and Reading Readiness 



Some 2,837 students from 38 ele- 
mentary schools serving rural, urban, 
suburban, and inner-city communities 
in 26 systems helped answer the first 
question. From this large student pop- 
ulation, we sampled the Basic Skills 
First (BSF) records submitted by kin 
dergarten teachers who were in the first 
year of Project STAR. The sample in- 
cluded 51 small classes, 49 regular-size 
classes, and 40 regular-size classes with 
full-time aides. 

The 1985-86 study ide. \ 74 BSF 

reading objectives grou^, in three 

categories: word identification skills, 
comprehension skills, and reference 
and study skills. Twenty five of these 
objectives were tested and teat* ers 
kept the records of each student. 

We analyzed data from individual 
kindergarten students, as well as from 
groups of students in Project STAR. 



We also included demographic data on 
sex, attendance, and socioeconomic 
status. (The definition of socioeco- 
nomic status was based on whether a 
child received a free or a reduced-cost 
lunch.) 



"Significantiy Greater Gains" 



The analysis of the 25 tested Basic 
Skills showed statistically significant 
differences in the mastery of skills be- 
tween students from small and regular- 
size classes and between small and reg- 
ular-size classes with full-time aides. 
Children from small classes mastered 
an a\erage of one more objective than 
those in regular classes and 0.6 more 
objectives than those in regular-size 
classes with full-time aides. 

Suburban and rural students 
achieved higher scores than inner-city 
and urban students, showing a statisti- 
cally significant interaction among the 
three class types and the four geo- 
graphic localities: urban, rural, subur- 
ban, and inner-city. Here are some 
other results worth noting: 

• Students with low socioeconomic 
status achieved their highest scores in 
the small classes and their lowest in the 
regular-sized classes. 

• Students who attended class more 
than 90 percent of the time achieveu 
better scores than students present less 
often in all three types of classes. 

• Students in small classes who at- 
tended 90 percent of the time showed 
the greatest gain. 

The analysis also uncovered statisti- 
cally significant relationships for sex, 
socioeconomic status, geographic lo- 
calities, and achievement in the total 25 
Basic Skills and the subcategories. 
Comprehension and Word Identifica- 
tion. 

Male students with low socioeco- 
nomic status who lived in the inner-city 
and were in regular-sized classes 
achieved the lowest mean scores on the 
25 total Basic Skills and the 20 Com- 
prehension Skills. These at risk stu- 
dents achieved their highest scores in 
the small Classes, which we found to be 
the most beneficial for all students. 

Small class size is therefore a signifi- 
cant factor in kindergarten reading 
readiness achievement. 



Who Is an Effective Teacher? 



School executives continually face 
questions about how to get the most for 
their money. Because reducing class 
size can be a costly option, educators 
must be sure they are making the best 
use of this practice. And it is clear from 
the data that the key to a more suc- 
cessful learning experience for children 
in a smaller class is — as might be ex- 
pected—the caliber of the teacher at 
the front of the room. Thus, one ques- 
tion to be answered is, *'What are the 
characteristics of the effective teacher 
and how does he or she get the best 
results?" 

To answer that question, we ob- 
served and interviewed the Project 
STAR first grade teachers whose 
classes had made the greatest gains. 
Teachers were chosen, according to the 
results of the Stanford Achievement 
Tests given at the end of kindergarten 
(SESAT II) and first grade (Stanford 
Primary I). (For our method of finding 
these teachers, see the accompanying 
box on page 8.) 

Again, each school had the same 
three class-size categories mentioned 
above: /.e., small (13-17). regular-size 
(22-25), and regular-size with full-time 
instructional aide (22-25). We con- 
ducted interviews using a guide mod- 
eled after one developed by the North- 
west Regional Educational 
Laboratory.^ Teachers were rated poor, 
fair, good, or excellent on each of 12 
criteria. From this process we identified 
49 excellent, effective teachers. 



Certain Shared Characteristics 



The results of the observation and 
interview study showed that these 49 
effective teachers shared a number of 
identifiable characteristics, including a 
variety of instructional planning activi- 
ties, teaching strategies, and types of 
materials used."* 

The effective teachers had high ex- 
pectations for student learning, pro- 
vided clear and focused instruction, 
and closely monitored student learning 
progress. When children didn't learn, 
effective teachers retaught the material 
3 f p alternative strategies. They also 



used incentives and rewards to promote 
learning. 

Effective teachers used highly effi- 
cient classroom routines. They set and 
enforced high standards for classroom 
behavior and, at the same time, devel- 
oped and maintained excellent personal 
interactions with their students. They 
also demonstrated excellent organiza- 
tional skills so that each of these teach- 
ers had approximately an hour per 
week more time for teaching math and 
reading. 



Family involvement 



Effective teachers believe that the 
families of their students should be con- 
tinuously involved in their children's 
learning. They believe in and try to 
maintain open communication between 
home and school, employing home vis- 
its, telephone conversations, note-writ- 
ing, and teacher-parent conferences, 
and they often have informal chats with 
family members who pick up students 
after school. In these many ways, they 
are able to explain to parents the ne- 
cessity of becoming involved in their 
children's learning experiences. 

Ninety-five percent of teachers inter- 
viewed said they encouraged the fami- 
lies to keep up with their students' 
progress in school. These same teach- 
ers said they would be willing to visit 
the home of every student, if the school 
system provided time during in-service 
hours or a substitute teacher during the 
school day. 

Effective teachers involve the fami- 
lies of their students in other important 
ways, also. They invite family members 
to serve as volunteers in the school. 

Effective teachers suggested a num- 
ber of specific ways that family mem- 
bers could become involved. They in- 
cluded the following: 

• Listen to children, as the\ read at 
home. 

• Help children with math by using 
flashcards or other instructional aides. 

• Check the student's homework. 

• If possible, try to drop by to eat 
lunch with the child at school. 

• Plan home and family activities to 
keep children involved. 

One question we asked the teachers 
was, "What kinds of things do you do 



in order to prevent a student in your 
classroom from experiencing failure?" 
Over a third answered that they try to 
prevent failure by involving the families 
of their students in the learning pro- 
cess. Apparently, effective teachers be- 
lieve in the premise thai a child's par- 
ents are the first and foremost teachers. 



But Why Are They "Effective"? 



We asked these 49 effective teachers 
to identify two factors that they be- 
lieved could account for their success. 
The responses we received most often 
were love for children and teachingy 
high expectations for their students ^ pa- 
tience, and understanding. 

The observers identified a number of 
characteristics that appeared to typify 
the performance and perceived atti- 
tudes of a majority of the effective 
teachers. Chief among them, of course, 
was the ability to relate well with chil- 
dren. Additional characteristics were 
consistency in behavior, a professional 
attitude, and a mature outlook. 

Effective teachers motivate their stu- 
dents by being themselves enthusiastic 
and positive about their work. They 
also temper persistence and thorough- 
ness with compassion, fairness, and the 
ability to empathize with their stu- 
dents. A sense of humor, coupled with 
intelligence and dedication to the 
profession, also enhances the effective- 
ness of any teacher. 



Instructional Strategies for Beginners 



The observers ask^d the 49 effective 
teachers to identify the instructional 
strategies they felt were most effective 
and to suggest any instruction-related 
activities that they believed were im- 
portant for beginning teachers to hear. 
Their responses are recorded in the fol- 
lowing paragraphs under four major 
categories, using the teachers* uwn 
words. 

7. Attitudes, Techniques, Materials 
''Always be enthusiastic. Students will 
mirror your attitude.** ' Be consistent.** 
*Trovide positive reinforcement. Use 
praise.** "Adjust your teaching style to 
the needs of the clas»>.** "Adjust your 



pace for your class/' "Use pairs in peer 
tutoring." "Repetition and drill are 
very important/' "Ask probing ques- 
tions to teach thinking." ''Include cre- 
ative writing in the curriculum. It is 
better than any test." 

2. Individualization 
"Modify work so student*^ ''an suc- 
ceed." "Provide instructin on .>eir 



level.'' "Give immediate feedback." 
'Try to deal with each child at his or 
her level." "Get to know each stu- 
dent—listen to them, be careful not to 
ignore anyone. Get the quiet ones to 
talk." "Monitor and give instant feed- 
back." "Follow through with children. 
Use auditory, visual, and tactile senses 
in order to cover all learning styles." 
"Use relevant materials to tie their ex- 



periences to the skill to be learned." 
"Use hands-on materials." "Use ma- 
nipulatives." "Use flash cards at school 
and get children to use them at home." 
"Use learning centers." 

3. Organization 

"Set up a file system for materials." 
' Be organized but flexible." "Have 
structure." "Get organized and stay or- 



Real Issues 

and 

False Assumptions 
about 
Glass Size 



Brad Duggan 



Five years ago, Texas reportedly had a ratio of 1 
teacher to 17.3 students, while state law mandated 
an "average" ratio of 1:25. But actually the average 
kindergarten and first and second grade classrooms had 
27 students. And some classes, primarily in poor school 
dist;icts, had over 40 children. 

By 1988, however, we had produced a major change 
in these numbers. The average class size for K-2 is now 
20 to 21 students per teacher, or a 26 percent decrea^v 
per classroom. 

But lowering class size at the elementary grade levels 
is not in itself significant unless it improves student 
achievement. Within three years, while class size has 
been dropping, scores on our state skills test (TEAMS) 
have been rising 15 percent for students tested in the 
third and fifth grades. 

We can now statistically validate, from one end of 
^Texas to the other, that lowering class size at the early 



grade levels has had a significant, positive impact on 
student achievement. 

On the way to this achievement, however, we had to 
confront a number of real issues, as well as put to rest 
a few false assumptions. Here are the fruits of that ex- 
perience. 



Real Issue #1 



Lowering class size at the elementary grades requires 
a major re-channeling of new dollars and a shift in school 
priorities. Therefore, Issue Number One in anybody's 
book is going to be cost. 

In Texas, over a two-year period, the state pumped 
an additional $1.2 billion into local school districts to 
help pay for smaller classes and other educational re- 
forms. But for many school districts this state help was 
not enough. They had to raise local taxes to implement 
all the required reforms. Some school districts had to 
pass bond elections in order to obtain the additional 
classrooms to meet the new, lower class size maximums. 

Meanwhile, the legislature concluded that Texas was 
spending the least amount of money at the elementary 
grade levels, but spending 32 percent more per student 
at the higher grade levels. To be effective, a legislative 
committee said, Texas had to reverse these priorities — 
and we had to find the money to pay for it. I'm pleased 
to say that so far we've done both. 



Real Issue #2 



The next real issue is to define class size. 

Most national statistics include nearly everyone in the 
definition of "teacher". But would you, for instance, 
include special-area physical education teachers, music 
teachers, and coaches, or do you count just the home 
room teachers and the students assigned to them? Do 
you count administrators, cuunselor^, librarians or 
aides? Many people do. 

But we said no. Today, Texas law defines the class size 
ratio in the narrowest terms. i,e, , the number of students 
assigned to each teacher, excluding all special-area 
teachers and other support personnel, 

Mr. Duggim is Executive Director of the Texas Elementary Princi- 
pals and Supervisors Association, Austin, Texas. 



ganized;* "Planning pays off." •'Set up 
a structure that allows time to be with 
individuals/' 

4. Discipline 

"Be firm but fair. Be consistent. Do 
what you say you will do." "Let them 
know you mean business." '•Keep 
everyone's attention with constant eye 
contact as you move around the room." 



**Explain rules in the beginning." 
"Have a daily routine so students know 
what to expect." "Let children know in 
the morning exactly what is expected 
that day." "Have an overall plan and 
make it work. They will learn more, 
and .you will have less stress." "Use a 
quiet voice." "Involve all of the chil- 
dren. Try to make it fun." "Take the 
time to set the atmosphere you want." 



"Eff€:iive Teacher" Profile 



We were able to construct a profile 
of the effective teacher in Project 
STAR. He or she is 38.5 years old, has 
a Bachelor of Arts or Sciences degree, 
is certified to teach grades K-3, and has 
10.5 years of teaching experience, with 
8.0 years ai first grade level. 



Real Issue #3 



A third issue to face is the fact that the lowering of 
class size must be matched with a change in teacher 
behavior. 

For class size reduction to really impact children's 
learning, teachers must receive extensive and continuous 
training to alter their teaching strategies. We believe that 
to justify the amount of money necessary to lower class 
size in Texas, we must have an extensive teacher training 
program to go along with it. 

Unfortunately, some people say that until we get 
teachers properly trained, we should not lower class size. 
That's not true. It makes sense to provide teachers with 
smaller classes and then train them to teach effectively 
in those classes. 



Real Issue #4 



It's difficult to lower class size across the board in K- 
8, so you must decide on the grades that need it most. 

Research shows that smaller classes benefit younger 
children the most. While some studies advocate lower 
class size for everyone, most studies have shown a pos- 
itive, statistical relationship with student achievement in 
grades below the fourth. Hence, we have smaller classes 
from prekindergarten through the fourth grade. 



Real Issue #5 



What's the maximum effective class size? 

There is no clear answer The maximum must be set 
in relationship to the grades you include and the dollars 
you can spend. Still, a close relationship does occur 
between lower class size and higher achievement among 
young children. 

While research clearly shows that significant achieve- 
ment is obtained with a cap of 15 students per teacher, 
no state has yet established a maximum that low. Studies 
by the Educational Research Service and others found 
a "break point" on the high end at 22 students per 
classroom. 

^ Tn Texas, we set a maximum of 22 students per class- 
i/^m. But we know that on any given day the average 



in each class will be lower than 22, allowing for absences 
and the places held open for the arrival of transfers. 



Real Issue #6 



While drafting a new law on class size, a state must 
consider how to implement it: how to phase it in, how 
to monitor compliance, how to penalize noncompliance, 
how to handle shortages of teachers and buildings, how 
to evaluate program effectiveness, and how to keep 
teachers trained and informed. 

Those are six real issues to consider when proposing 
smaller classes. Unfortunately, these real issues are often 
not raised in debates about class size. Instead, the public 
is asked to focus on a number of false assumptions, those 
with no basis in research or in fact. I offer the following 
11 for you to ponder. 



False Assumption #1 



It is assumed that something magical happens when 
the 16th child walks out of the classroom. That's when 
the teacher starts changing his or her teaching tech- 
iiiques and strategies. 

But that's ridiculous. There is no doubt that the fewer 
the children in a class, the more the remainmg children 
will achieve. And the research does show that as the 
number of students declines, it is easier to isolate 
achievement variables. 

But that doesn't mean 15 is the magic number. I was 
told years ago that student achievement would not im- 
prove until a class had no more than 25 students. Classes 
came down to 25, but then I was told that success was 
right around the corner, where the maximum class size 
was 20 students. When class maximums dropped to 20, 
1 was advised that student achievement would not im- 
prove until every class had no more than 15 students. 

The Educational Research Service says that a positive 
relationship exists between student achievement and a 
class size of 22 or less. California says that "student 
achievement is generally higher when class size is re- 
duced, especially below 20 students." In Texas, the crit- 
ical mass is 18 to 20 students per class; in Indiana it's 17 
to 20 students. 

Pick year own number — as long as it's lower. 



The teacher will have been trained in 
the Tennessee Instructional Model and 
will have reached Level I of the Ten- 
nessee Career Ladder. The effective 
teacher has usually enrolled in further 
college courses that year, and has one 
or more family members also involved 
in education. 

The effective teachers surveyed in 
this sample consistently showed certain 



similarities in affective qualities. Teach- 
ers relied on a sense of humor to pro- 
mote learning and motivate students. 
They displayed enthusiasm in '^acting " 
demonstrating, and role-playing activi- 
ties. 

They had positive attitudes towards 
children, emphasized positive behavior, 
and praised children's successes. A 
love for children seemed to permeate 



the entire professional repertoire in 
nearly all jf the observations. 

In addition to these common char- 
acteristics, class size appears to have 
been a contributing factor to the suc- 
cess of these 49 effective teachers. 
Thirt) (60 percent) had small classes, 
twelve (24 percent) had full-time in- 
structional aides, and seven (15 per- 
cent) had regular-sized classes (22-25). 



False Assumption #2 



Some critics say you should spend your money in more 
effective ways than merely lowering class size. 

This may be true if you look at all grades, but it's not 
true for the early grades. In K-3 especially we have 
students who need a strong and close relationship with 
a responsible, caring adult. That adult needs to be a 
trained educator, a professional. 

But some research does say that older students in peer 
coaching with youngsters are also effective and increase 
pupil achievement. Many schools use this approach and 
it should be encouraged, but it's no panacea. 

A few years ago the research showed that computers 
were also very effective in the early grades. But more 
recent research indicates that this may be true among 
older students; but for younger students computers are 
not as significant as smaller classes. 

After all is said and done, the best way to improve 
student learning in the crucial early grades is to lower 
class size. 



ment that is not transferrable. We also find that these 
same school districts are themselves trying to lower their 
class size. 

This is usually where critics bring up the example of 
Japan, which maintains an average class size of 35 stu- 
dents who are academically successful. But we challenge 
any comparisons between the Japanese and American 
systems because ot the major differences between our 
societies. (Rather than go into this in any detail, I will 
refer you to an excellent publication titled Japanese Ed- 
ucation, released in 1987 by the U. S, Department of 
Education.) 



False Assumption #5 



Another favorite of critics is this one: You want to 
lower class size only to provide better working condi- 
tions for your teachers. 

You have to reject this out cf hand. Class size needs 
to be reduced because it increases student learning; 
whether or not it also improves working conditions is 
irrelevant. 



False Assumption #3 



This assumption says that what you should really do 
is put disadvantaged children into small classes with 15 
students but put your average and above average kids 
into larger classes with 25 or so students. 

This says we should treat the disadvantaged child with 
more regard than we do the average child. That's hard 
to defend, when the research clearly says that all stu- 
dents do better when their classes are smaller. 

We must also remember that schools do more than 
address achievement in the early grades. They also cre- 
ate positive attitudes for learning, enhance self-con- 
cepts, create enthusiastic readers, and instill other im- 
portant social and intellectual values. 



False Assumption #4 



Some school districts have high achievement despite 
having large classes as well. 
Q This is true — but it's rare. And where we've looked 
JO^ these situations, we invariably find a unique environ- 



False Assumption #6 



'There's a brand-new report out that says class size 
is not important." 

You'll hear this over and over again. And here and 
there someone will indeed turn out a report (usually 
politically motivated, in my opinion) to dispute the sig- 
nificance of class size in the early grades. 

But we have to remember that the evidence over the 
past 15 years makes this conclusion crystal clear. Lower 
class si/.e in the early grades improves achievement. 



False Assumption #7 



Be careful of the critic who says you're just trying to 
take money away from secondary schools in order to 
fatten up elementary school budgets. 

This is a mean-spirited argument that must be dis- 
missed at once. We should not — and do not — wish to 
undermine the quality of education at any level in order 
^o try to improve our elementary schools. 



Recommended Options 



Based on this research, we offer el- 
ementary school principals the follow- 
ing recommendations, relative to the 
size of classes and the people who teach 
in them. 

Recommendation 1: Relative to the re- 



duction of class size in grades K'3, 
School authorities should reduce class 
size for grades K-3 to 15:1. (At its re- 
cent San Antonio convention, the 
NAESP's Delegate Assembly approved 
a resolution calling for a pupil-teacher 
ratio of 15: 1 for early grades.— Editor) 
Since small classes provide time for 
more individualization and enrich- 
ment, the STAR research leaves no 



doubt that small classes offer significant 
advantages in reading and mathematics 
over larger K-3 classes. 

Recommendation 2: Relative to the 
placement in grades I and 2 of teachers 
who possess the skills and characteris- 
tics identified in this study. The primary 
requirement is that teachers have a love 
of children and teachmg. In addition, 



Nevertheless, we elementary school principals do be- 
lieve that our schools have one major priority: to teach 
every child to read and write. If this is true, then we 
must do it in the earliest grades. And if that requires a 
re-allocation of funds within a school district, so be it. 



False Assumption #8 



Some people — especially some educators — like to 
rely on their personal experiences, rather than on the 
research. So now and again you will hear someone say 
in all sincerity, "I've been a principal for over 20 years. 
And nothing in my experience tells me that lowering 
class size is going to make much difference in how well 
students do. What we really need is (fill in the blank)." 

Times change. But some people don't. The fact of the 
matter is that you can't stack one person's experience 
up against the research of the past 15 years. 

We know that more children are entering our elemen- 
tary schools today with more problems, and we also 
know that the best way to deal with this phenomenon in 
the early grades is to lower the ratio of students to teach- 
ers. 



actually gone down. So lowering class size has not 
worked after all. 

Watch out for this one because it mixes up apples and 
oranges. Most of the class size reduction over the past 
decade has occurred because we've averaged in many 
new special education programs, language deficiency 
programs, and vocational education and other programs 
for special populations. The 17:1 ratio does not repre- 
sent only classrooms of average students in the early 
grades. 



False Assumption #11 



Pick a number, any number. Pick 1. Pick 22. It's ar- 
bitrary anyway. 

The line has to be drawn somewhere, that's true. A 
per classroom maximum of 22 students will cause the 
actual chssroom average to be about 19.5 students to 
one teacher. In any case, most researchers agree that 17- 
20 students is a reasonable level. 



Conclusion 



False Assumption #9 



Just because you have smaller classes doesn't mean 
you also have competent teachers to teach them. 

And that may be a correct assessment — today But if 
allowed to stand, it stifles any chance of making im- 
provemtnts tomorrow. Also, if you carry this argument 
to its logical conclusion, you'd be forced to emoloy only 
the most competent teachers and, if necessary, pack 
their classrooms with 50 or more students. 

In Texas, a school district can be exempted from the 
class size requirement, if it cannot find qualified teach- 
ers. But so far we've had no difficulty finding qualified, 
competent teachers. 

False Assumption #10 



Another troubling argument from critics is this one: 
Ovjr the last ten years, we lowered the pupil-teacher 
Q 20 nationwide to 17:1, and achievement scores have 



In 1984, Texas established as a major priority the im- 
provement of elementary schools. These are some of the 
things we did: 

• We created an educational program for all disad- 
vantaged four-year-old children. 

• We moved from funding half-day to full-day kin- 
dergarten. 

• We tightened rules on student attendance. 

• We expanded statewide student testing. 

• We mandated teacher and administrator traimng in 
effective teaching practices. 

^ We moved from a compliance to a performance ac- 
creditation system. 

• We required mandatory tutorials for students not 
functioning at grade level. 

• We established a summer school program for lan- 
guage-deficient students. 

• And we set in motion a commitment to keep doing 
better. 

Bat one of the most significant reforms we put into 
place was the setting of class size maximums at the early 
grade levels, p 



they must possess the skills to involve 
the family in the education of children, 
including knowing how to help parents 
teach their children. 

Recommendation 3: Relative to home 
visits and teacher training. Teachers 
could make home visits either during 
in-service time or during school time (if 
the school can provide a substitute 
teacher). Teachers need to learn effec- 
tive techniques in making home visits 
in order to acquire the skills necessary 
to teach parents. 

The late David Newbury, Assistant 
Superintendent of Schools in Hazel 
Park, Michigan, once suggested this 
method of implementing home visits. 
*'When the idea of home visits began, 
the superintendent and central admin- 
istrators did it first. Principals followed 
that lead by setting aside a half-day ^ 
week for a year. Then teachers were 
helped to gain confidence and commit- 
ment through combined workshop and 
visitation days. Now home visitation by 
teachers is a frequent, organized, and 
institutionalized practice in all our ele- 
mentary and junior high schools. The 
basic principle is that if you want resi- 
dents to reach out to schools, then 
reach out to the residents.''^ 

Connie Wirt, Pine Grove, Pennsyl- 



vania, gave this assessment of the value 
of her home visits. *The rapport estab- 
lished by these visits enabled our class- 
room to experience successes and ac- 
complishments that were almost 
unbelievable. There was a closeness 
that I hadn't found to exist before. 
Most parents actually don't know how 
much teachers care about their children 
and their welfare. Home visits have 
helped bring about a better under- 
standing by the parents of the human 
values in teaching. They have estab- 
lished a rapport between home and 
school, provided an unparalleled in- 
sight into students and their home en- 
vironment, and promoted better public 
relations in the community.'"^ □ 



References 

1. Elam, Stanley M. and Gallup, AIcc M., 
"The 21st Annual Gallup Poll of the Public's At- 
titudes Toward the Public Schools," Phi Delta 
Kappan, September, 1989. 

2. Finn, J. D., Achilles, C. M., Bam, H. R, 
Folger, J., Johnston, J.. Lintz. M. N., and Word, 
E., 'Three Years m a Small Class," (1989, In 
Review). 

3. Northwest Regional Laboratory. Effective 
Schooling Practices. A Research Synthesis. Port- 
land. OR. April 1984. 

4. Concepts of Effective Teaching, A Synthesis 
of Effective Schools Research. Interview guide 
and information on Project STAR are available 



from Helen Bam. 4427 LeaUnd Lane, Nashville, 
TN 37204. (615) 292-2021 

5 Newbury. David, ^'Community Education: 
Strategy for District- Wide Programs," Educa* 
tional Leadershipy February. 1976. 

6. Wirt, Connie, ''Communication Through 
Home Visits by Teachers." Journal of Educa- 
tional Communication y Vol. 3(1), 1977. 



How We Found 
the Good l^achers 
We arrived at composite scores of achieve* 
ment gains for 338 classes, using the 
shakeout method described here. Then we 
talked to the teachers of the highest-scor- 
ing classes in this group. 

We applied the shakeout method sepa* 
rately *o the reading and math tests, as 
indicated by the parentheses, First, we av- 
eraged the SESAT II Total Reading 
(Math) scores to obtain an overall class 
reading (math) mean score. We applied 
the same procedures to calculate an over- 
all class reading (math) mean score for the 
Stanford Primary I test administered at 
the end of Hrst grade. Next, we subtracted 
the SESAT II class reading (math) mean 
from the Primary I class reading (math) 
mean score to provide a scaled-score av« 
erage gain in reading (math) for each 
class. 

To obtain an overall scaled-score aver- 
age gain for each class, we used an average 
of the combined reading mean gain and 
the math mean gain We then *'anked the 
class scaled-score average gains within 
each school category 

We observed and interviewed teachers 
whose classes ranked in the top 15 percent 
of scaled-score average gains for each of 
four school types: rural, urban, suburban, 
and inner-city. 
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